Status of high-dose chemotherapy for breast cancer: a review.
The purpose of this review is to analyze the current status of high-dose chemotherapy (HDCT) with autologous stem cell transplantation for patients with breast cancer. Current results from the major prospective phase 2 and phase 3 trials in metastatic breast cancer (MBC) and high-risk primary breast cancer (HRPBC) are reviewed. Prognostic factors and future research directions are also discussed. The encouraging results of phase 2 trials suggested a benefit for HDCT in HRPBC and some categories of patients with MBC. Some investigators have argued that patient selection might have been a critical factor in those studies. Recently reported randomized trials in patients with chemosensitive MBC have included only small numbers of patients in complete remission and thus have not adequately addressed the relative value of HDCT versus maintenance standard-dose chemotherapy in this patient subset. Although initial results of 2 studies have been reported, most randomized phase 3 studies of HDCT in HRPBC require longer follow-up before definitive conclusions can be made about its efficacy in this setting. We conclude that the role of HDCT for HRPBC or MBC patients has not yet been fully defined. Longer follow-up of the ongoing randomized trials is necessary, and their mature results will help clarify this important question. In the meantime, it is imperative that research continues, to enhance the efficacy of the procedure. This may come through incorporating more active drugs into HDCT regimens and combining HDCT with novel strategies aimed at eradication of posttransplantation minimal residual disease.